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Beethoven's concerto-writing years extend over a rela¬ 

tively small spectrum of his total career. Although he did 

try his hand at a piano concerto when he was a boy of 

fourteen, the attempt was a failure—the work was not 
orchestrated and the existing solo part is surprisingly dull 

compared with the three charming “Maximilian" piano 
sonatas written when he was still younger. The seven 

concertos of the canon cover fourteen years, from 1795 
to 1809. On the other hand the symphonies, including the 

sketches for the Tenth, occupied Beethoven on and off for 
twenty-six years, from 1799 to 1825. How does one ex¬ 

plain this discrepancy? Did the concerto cease to provide a 
challenge for Beethoven's resources and imagination be¬ 

fore he reached his fortieth year? Did he lose interest in 
the form when deafness and increasing emotional with¬ 

drawal caused him to give up the concert platform him¬ 
self? Possibly both reasons were operative. The concerto 
has always been the virtuoso form par excellence. Modern 

critics have done their best to disguise or palliate this 
bald fact by talking learnedly and at length about the 
“equality" of soloist and orchestra in the best concertos, 
about the way these works avoid "display for the sake of 
display," about their intimacy or their poetry. But volumes 

of special pleading cannot alter the truth that the concerto 
is a prima donna form. To call soloist and orchestra “equal 
partners" in any given concerto is to indulge in fuzzy 

thinking: if a single instrument is the equal of an aggre¬ 
gate of some eighty or ninety instruments the partnership 
must be pretty lopsided. And so it is and so it should be. 

By 1809 Beethoven had met the challenges of virtuosity 
superbly in his last three piano concertos and the violin 
concerto. There is no more glamorous concerto in the 
entire repertory than the “Emperor." But Beethoven, who 

had for years kept the performance rights of his early 
concertos exclusively for himself, was unable to play the 
“Emperor" in public and had to allow Johann Schneider 

and Karl Czerny to take upon themselves the role of the 
lion. His interest in the display piece dwindled. The sym¬ 

phony, the string quartet, the piano sonata—with their 

real equality of voices, with their wealth of expressiveness 
in which virtuosity plays only a part, and that not a major 
one—these were the instrumental forms he turned to in 

his later years. All of them were capable of mirroring the 
successive stages of his spiritual development as the con¬ 
certo was not. Imagine, if you can, a piano concerto writ¬ 
ten in Beethoven's late manner. 

If such a work were possible it would have been as an 
atavist of the Fourth Piano Concerto, not the Fifth. The 
Fourth Concerto is the serenest, the most chaste, the most 

modest (temperamentally, not technically) of the series. 
And it contains a slow movement of such philosophical 
eloquence as almost to transgress the bonds of absolute 
music. Sketchbook evidence suggests that Beethoven was 
thinking about this Concerto as early as 1804 but it was 
not completed until 1806. It therefore occupied him over 
a period of time roughly contemporaneous with the com¬ 
position and first revision of Fidelio. It was heard first in 

March, 1807 at a private concert that also included the 
premieres of the Fourth Symphony and the Coriolan 

Overture. Beethoven was soloist, with what success we do 
not know. However it seems significant that nine months 

later he was looking for another pianist to perform his 
work at a public concert that he was organizing. He turned 

first to the docile Ferdinand Ries (his future biographer) 
but when Ries pleaded to be allowed to play the C Minor 

Concerto instead, for lack of time to prepare the G Major, 

Beethoven dismissed him in a passion and called upon 
another young protege, Friedrich Stein. Stein did his best 
to master the demanding work in five days but lost cour¬ 
age on the night before the concert and so the C Minor 

Concerto had to be substituted after all.1 This contretemps 
was to prove typical of the fate of the Fourth Concerto for 

over a hundred years. It was long neglected by pianists 
drawn to the Third Concerto for its more obvious charm 

and less onerous technical problems, or to the Emperor 

for its festive atmosphere and blazing pyrotechnics. Only 

within the last three or four decades has the Fourth Con¬ 

certo taken its place with the Violin Concerto as Beetho¬ 
ven's highest achievement in the form. 

The first movement opens with five bars of quiet chords 
for the piano—quiet but revolutionary, for no previous 
composer had ever given the first word to the solo instru¬ 
ment. These few bars contain the principal theme of the 
movement as well as the rhythmic cell— 7 J J J | J 
—that is destined to prove its chief cohesive force. The 

soloist can well sit back now and let the normal orchestral 
tutti sing out, which it does at length. Melodically rich 
as this tutti is, it does not contain everything. For in¬ 
stance, what we take to be the second subject—a quiet, 
modulating tune with the tension of a coiled spring—is 
really a kind of third subject, or pendant to the second, 

which is not heard until considerably later in the exposi¬ 
tion. And one ethereal melody is heard only in the reca¬ 
pitulation, and only once: 

EXAMPLE I 

This thematic abundance does not encourage waste, how¬ 

ever. Everything is placed, centered, with that genius for 
architectonics that Beethoven possesses above all other 
composers. 

The slow movement is a brief seventy-two bars in 
length. Franz Liszt, in a moment of inspired insight, de¬ 

scribed it as Orpheus taming the wild beasts with his 

music. Beethoven was not, of course, thinking specifically 
of the Orpheus story or of Gluck's music. But what is 
universal in the legend—the power of eloquence and 

compassion to placate brute force—inspires this move¬ 

ment. The orchestra consists of strings only, playing harsh 

recitatives in octave progression. The piano replies with 
almost human utterance, soft and pleading. The strings 

are implacable and impatient, cutting into the soloist's 
yearning phrases before they have been completed. But 

Orpheus continues, undiscouraged, and almost insensibly 
a change comes upon the Furies. Their menacings grow 
soft—softer—are reduced to single pizzicato strokes. 

Finally the stark octaves vanish altogether and in the last 
bars piano and orchestra are at one with each other. 

"The finale breaks in pianissimo," notes Donald Tovey, 

"with an intensely lively theme in that prosaic daylight 
by which Beethoven loves to test the reality of his sublim- 

est visions." This movement has been called a Rondo for 
want of a better term. Actually the principal episode does 
not return with the regularity demanded of the conven¬ 
tional rondo, and the second episode has the lyric grace 

of a second subject in sonata-allegro form. The piece is 
best described as a conversation whose witty interlocu¬ 
tors, having weathered the crisis of the slow movement, 

constantly inspireeach otherto higher and brighter things. 

David Johnson 

GLENN GOULD at the piano 

"The foremost pianist this continent has produced in 
recent decades," wrote critic Alfred Frankenstein in High 
Fidelity Magazine. "A pianist of divine guidance," said 

Jay Harrison in the New York Herald Tribune. "He plays 

Bach," wrote a distinguished European critic, Heinrich 
Neuhaus, "as if he were one of the pupils of the Thomas- 
kirche cantor,. . . the music seems to speak through his 
playing." 

Such is the praise that greeted appearances by Glenn 
Gould, the distinguished Canadian pianist, who began 

his recording career with a now-famous performance of 
the Goldberg Variations (ML 5060) and has gone on to 
demonstrate his versatility in piano sonatas of Haydn 
and Mozart (ML 5274), the last three Beethoven sonatas 

(ML 5130), Intermezzi of Brahms (ML 5637/MS 6237*) 
and music of the twelve-tone composers Schoenberg, Berg 

and Krenek (ML 5336). Mr. Gould has also recorded three 
other Beethoven Concertos, No. 1 (ML 5298/MS 6017*), 
No. 2 (ML 5211), and No. 3 (ML 5418/MS 6096*). As a 

composer Mr. Gould is represented on records by his 
String Quartet, Op. 1 (ML 5578/MS 6178*). 
*Stereo 

1. Beethoven himself played the G Major Concerto again, for the first time in public, on December 22nd, 1808; he is said to have played “very impulsively and at a tremendous pace/' 
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